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Abstract
Climate change threatens agriculture worldwide, and coffee farming is especially
vulnerable. This is apparent in El Salvador, a Central American coffee producing country,
previously a prominent player in the field. Due to climate change impacts, as well as social,
economic, political, cultural, and institutional issues, the country has been struggling during the
last three decades to remain in the coffee industry in a way that is sustainable for the
environment and for people. This study aimed to identify the ways in which coffee cultivation in
El Salvador has contributed to or detracted from the ability of farmers to achieve food
sovereignty and security. This investigation also sought to consider how gender, climate change,
and unique El Salvadoran weaknesses and strengths bolster or diminish the likelihood that local
farmers can achieve a sustainable path forward for coffee cultivation. To research these themes, a
multi-method qualitative approach included a literature review, site-visits, participant
observations, and semi-structured interviews. In conclusion, coffee farming contributes to food
security in nuanced but seemingly unsustainable ways, as many small and medium-scale famers
struggle to make a sufficient living, however, agroforestry style coffee farming contributes
essential ecosystem services and must be protected and incentivized. Additionally, gender
inequality, climate change, and problems specific to El Salvador threaten the sustainable future
of the coffee industry.
Key Words: coffee, climate change, gender, El Salvador, food sovereignty
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Objectives
The proposed topic focused on the current intersections of food sovereignty, gender, and
climate change in the coffee industry in El Salvador. The research concentrated on Juayúa, a
town located in the Sonsonate province which was deemed suitable as the primary study location
due to a preeminent trajectory in coffee production, representativeness of key issues for the
sector, and active engagement of institutions and individuals who participate in the coffee
industry. The research includes insights from coffee farmers, traders, roasters, baristas, coffee
NGOs, cooperatives, private firms, as well as adult students and professors at the local coffee
school RENACER. Particular relevance was given to members of the local chapter of the
International Women’s Coffee Alliance (IWCA), known as la Alianza de Mujeres en Café de El
Salvador (AMCES), my practicum organization.
It is particularly important to identify successful adaptation strategies as climate change
conditions become worse and make the cultivation of many crops, and especially coffee, much
more arduous. The heightened difficulty of agricultural production worldwide has stark
implications for the future of food sovereignty and security for humans across the globe. Women
and subsistence farmers are particularly vulnerable groups whose quality of life are likely to be
impacted first (Denton, 2002). The aim of this study was to identify the ways in which coffee
cultivation in El Salvador has contributed to or detracted from the ability of farmers to achieve
food sovereignty and security. This investigation also sought to consider how gender, climate
change, and unique El Salvadoran weaknesses and strengths impact the likelihood that local
farmers can achieve a sustainable path forward for coffee cultivation. These tactics can then be
used to generate successful and achievable strategies and policies to be recommended for
implementation by those engaged in the coffee industry in El Salvador.
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Background to the Issue and Case
Coffee is the second most traded commodity in the world -following oil- thus, it has
widespread impacts on human livelihoods and ecosystems (Fernández Kolb et al., 2019). El
Salvador is a Central American coffee producing nation and was chosen for this research project
because of the historical prominence of the coffee industry in the country’s economy, as well as
clear evidence of intersections of climate change and gender in the country. Additionally, gender
inequality, climate change, and problems specific to El Salvador –migration, crime, insufficient
education and information about the coffee industry, institutional deficiencies, difficulty in
accessing the global coffee market, and an aging producer demographic- threaten the sustainable
future of the coffee industry. Obstacles notwithstanding, the country possesses strengths such as
many generations of Salvadoran coffee farmers, conducive weather, and ecological conditions,
as well as a high level of quality coffee produced. These can be harnessed along with new
strategies, including agricultural policies and educational reforms, to improve and prolong coffee
production and livelihoods in El Salvador as well as in other coffee producing countries. This
would allow El Salvador to tap into the growing global demand for coffee to generate more jobs
and higher incomes for famers, creating a more sustainable coffee industry for all participants.
Case Context
As of 2021, the Salvadoran coffee council reported wages paid to 45,315 individuals
working in the coffee industry, far fewer than previously had been engaged in the sector prior to
the devastating 2012 coffee leaf rust outbreak (Consejo Salvadoreño del Café, 2021). Although
this is the case, with a population of 6.4 million people living in El Salvador, the number of
residents who directly and indirectly depend on a thriving coffee business remains significant
despite the decline in production and jobs (Fernández Kolb et al., 2019).
3

The geography and climate of El Salvador are also significant for successful coffee
cultivation. Even
though it is the
smallest country in
Central America, El
Salvador is host to
diverse climates,
from subtropical
(Google, n.d.)
highland oceanic to
tropical savannah (Armenteras et al., 2016). Demonstrated on the map above, the country has a
Pacific coastline as well as two parallel mountain ranges that run through the country, with
Juayúa, the site of the study, identifiable by the blue dot. These geographical and climatic
conditions create healthy conditions for agriculture and protect the country from the worst
impacts of many tropical storms and hurricanes (Armenteras et al., 2016), allowing for 6
producing highland and lowland producing regions.
As demand for quality coffee increases worldwide, El Salvador could experience growth
in both the number of jobs in the coffee industry and in the profits generated by coffee sales.
However, the coffee plant (Coffea sp.) requires specific climatic conditions to grow well; and
negative climate change effects reduce the suitable cultivation areas for coffee while they also
increase the occurrence of pests and plant diseases (Vaast et al., 2006; WeldeMichael & Teferi,
2020). More difficult agricultural conditions have also led farmers to intensify chemical input
usage or to sell their land to be developed, both of which create further environmental
degradation (Hecht & Saatchi 2007; Méndez, 2008). These threats to the coffee plant also
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influence workers in the industry who depend on successful cultivation. This endangers both
livelihoods in the coffee industry as well as food sovereignty.
This research project is significant in that it contributes to the following subjects: food
sovereignty, climate impacts on food systems, as well as gender dynamics and empowerment in
the coffee industry in El Salvador. The way that the cultivation of coffee- as a cash crop that
does not provide direct or substantial nutritional benefits- enhances or detracts from the food
sovereignty efforts of those involved in the coffee industry has the potential to reveal important
insights about the case of El Salvador. Additionally, these conclusions could also be relevant for
other coffee-producing countries and agricultural systems as climate conditions worsen and thus
threaten the livelihoods of farmers and food systems of vulnerable populations. Through the
study of the impacts of climate change on the long-term sustainability of coffee production, this
project will add to knowledge about resiliency strategies and further potential threats. Lastly,
gender dynamics are also salient to analyze within agricultural and commercial contexts.
Through work with organizations that focus on the empowerment of women in the coffee
industry, this research project aims to consider how gender, climate change, and unique El
Salvadoran weaknesses and strengths affect the likelihood that local farmers can achieve a
sustainable path forward for coffee cultivation. The aim of this study was to also identify the
ways in which coffee cultivation in El Salvador has contributed to or detracted from the ability of
farmers to achieve food sovereignty and security.
Global Coffee Production
Coffee is an exceptionally important commodity good for many individuals along the
supply chain. More than 120 million people around the world depend on livelihoods in the coffee
industry, with 25 million of these jobs being held by small-scale farmers (Pham et al., 2019). As
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of 2012, the production of coffee had doubled from the previous 30 years, with a revenue of
$11.6 billion for beans and $173 billion earned in the entire coffee sector (Pham et al., 2019). In
2019, it was reported that coffee was grown on 12.5 million farms, with 67-80% of these farms
considered “small-scale”, which makes these producers more vulnerable to price fluctuations and
exploitation due to lack of bargaining power (Voora et al., 2019). The potential profits in the
coffee industry are enormous. However, the gap between what small-scale farmers make when
they sell coffee as an agricultural product and what is earned by other actors in the coffee
production chain, such as large coffee companies and coffee traders, demonstrates vast inequities
in the coffee industry.
The Coffee Plant
The coffee bush is a perennial plant which typically requires shade, elevation, and
specific temperatures to be grown properly (Vaast et al., 2006). Coffee plants are also highly
vulnerable to pests and diseases, even more so as climate change increases temperatures and
causes erratic rainfall (WeldeMichael & Teferi, 2020). Although there are many different species
of coffee plants, there are only two which have historically been produced for human
consumption, arabica (Coffea arabica) and robusta (Coffea canephora) (Ferreira et al., 2019).
Arabica coffee (C. arabica) is usually grown at high elevations in tropical highlands and is
considered to produce a higher quality bean than robusta (C. canephora) (Ovalle-Rivera et al.,
2015). While robusta (C. canephora) is less popular in terms of flavor, it is a more resilient
coffee species and can be grown in a wider range of conditions (Ovalle-Rivera et al., 2015).
Globally, arabica (C. arabica) comprises 60% of traded coffee and the other 40% is supplied by
robusta (C. canephora) (Davis et al., 2019).
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When cultivators grow coffee there are two main farming styles, shade grown
agroforestry farms, and more intensive full sun farms (Haggar et al., 2021). Shade grown
farming has been the traditional way to produce coffee, mimicking the habitat where the bush
originated by integrating many other plants to create an agroforestry system that shades the
coffee plants and results in a healthy farm ecosystem (Haggar et al., 2021). Alternatively,
intensive full sun farms allow for higher yields of coffee as the plants can be grown closer
together, to maximize the usage of the land for coffee production and to enable the
mechanization of coffee farming (Haggar et al., 2021). Although a full sun style farm increases
yields, it also causes more damage to the land, requiring intense application of chemical inputs
and eliminates the ecosystem services that coffee forests can provide (Haggar et al., 2021). To
supplement the volatile fall of coffee prices with greater quantities, millions of farmers
transitioned to full sun, intensive farms (Haggar et al., 2021). This desperation to produce more
to survive through a change of farming tactics has made coffee farms more vulnerable to climate
change impacts. As a result, many coffee cultivators must return to agroforestry farming to save
their production and to improve their soil quality (Somarriba & López Sampson, 2018).
The Salvadoran Coffee Industry
In El Salvador, after industrial exports, coffee has the second highest export good value:
$113.4 million (Castro, 2020; Fernández Kolb et al., 2019). Despite its national preeminence,
there are still challenges that prevent farmers from earning enough from the cultivation of coffee
to support themselves and their families, as commodity prices and demand fluctuate. One way
for famers to ensure higher prices is through the acquisition of a variety of certifications for their
coffee products, such as “organic” and “fair trade”; however, these certifications are often
difficult to acquire. In an examination of this issue, Tellman et al. (2011) found that the high
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costs to attain certification, a lack of education around coffee certifications and marketing, and
state repression of rural farmers’ rights have prevented many small-scale El Salvadorian coffee
farmers from being able to obtain the Fair-Trade label that could increase their profits
significantly.
In addition, coffee farms have a significant ecological importance, especially as the
population of El Salvador increases and urbanization expands. Only 2% of the natural forests
remain in the country as a consequence of both war and agricultural intensification (Hecht &
Saatchi 2007; Méndez, 2008). This has led coffee farms to serve as the primary provider of
ecosystem services that natural forests once supported (Méndez, 2008). The way coffee farms
are managed in El Salvador adds to their ability to replicate natural ecosystem services (Méndez,
2008). Seventy-four percent of coffee farms in El Salvador are considered small-scale (less than
7 hectares in size) and are managed in traditional shade grown conditions with few chemical
inputs. This enables farms to conserve natural biodiversity, maintain and improve soil
conditions, and to conserve water resources (Méndez, 2008). In a study conducted by Richards
and Méndez (2014), it was found that in addition to the provision of important ecosystem
services and the ability to strengthen biodiversity, small-scale shade-grown coffee farms also
have the potential to be important sites for carbon sequestration. Moreover, there is a longstanding tradition of complementary cultivation of grains, legumes, fruits, vegetables,
mushrooms, spices, tubers and other produce for family consumption, exchanges, or sales.
Beyond scientific research, representatives of the El Salvadorian government, cooperatives,
municipalities, and diverse NGOs have realized the importance of coffee cultivation in the
preservation of the environment, the creation of ecosystem services and contributions to alleviate
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hunger and malnutrition. This has led coffee cultivation to be included in conservation and
environmental management projects since the 1990’s (Méndez, 2008).
Food Sovereignty and Security
As climate conditions worsen, agricultural systems are increasingly vulnerable. This impacts
the quantity and quality of food production for a growing global population which elevates the
importance of food security and sovereignty for many rural and vulnerable communities.
Although the definitions of both “food security” and “food sovereignty” are somewhat fluid and
location dependent, both terms will be defined, as they will be used in this paper for clarity
(Jarosz, 2014). For the purposes of this capstone project, “food security” is defined as the
conditions under which people have access to a sufficient and healthy amount of food to survive
and flourish (Patel, 2009). “Food sovereignty” is defined as the ability of a group of people to
have agency over their food structures, such as the environment, agricultural practices, markets,
and culture (Wittman, 2011).
The way in which food sovereignty has evolved and is viewed, is highly conditional to the
location in which it is referenced. In El Salvador, some efforts to achieve food sovereignty have
been carried out through civil society organizations that propose new laws to empower small and
medium-scale farmers, as well as to grant them better access to loans, land, and water (Araajo &
Godek, 2014). It is also important to note that in the creation of food sovereignty related policy,
peasant and farmer organizations have been heavily involved in the creation of and support for
this political literature, so that those who will be the most impacted by the implementation of
these laws have a voice throughout the entire process (Godek, 2014).
Agricultural and Gender Interface
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Issues that surround gender in the workforce are important in all industries but are
especially significant in the agricultural sector, with 43% of the labor force made-up of women
(Raney et al., 2011). To understand the ways in which women are engaged in agriculture - in
terms of how they spend their time and the results they can achieve from their efforts - are
essential to fully grasp the ways in which gender interfaces with agricultural lifestyles (Deere,
2005; Raney et al., 2011). Although the ways that women participate in agriculture are
situationally different related to their locations, the crops that they cultivate and the structure of
their societies, studies have found that women shoulder a larger overall burden of work (Deere,
2005; Raney et al., 2011; Patil & Babus, 2018). This heavier load of responsibilities is because
women are accountable not only for agricultural labor but are also expected to maintain the
household and care for their family unit. In addition to their disproportionate workload, women
are also oftentimes paid less than their male counterparts (Raney et al., 2011). These marked
gender inequities in the agricultural sector make it difficult for women to achieve financial and
social equity with their male peers, which exacerbates the gender issues that have plagued
women around the world for generations.
Climate Change and Agriculture Interface
Climate change is one of the biggest problems the world faces today, with a multitude of
negative effects that impact every country and industry in different ways. The agricultural sector
is one of the most important industries to consider, due to rapid population growth and a food
system with decreasing production, climate change effects have created an increasingly
vulnerable system. Reductions in productivity are expected to rapidly worsen as temperatures
rise and unpredictable weather patterns continue (Arora, 2019). A larger population and a
smaller food supply have created a mismatch which has led to increased food insecurity, the need
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to intensify agricultural production practices, heightened land degradation, and public health
issues especially among vulnerable populations (Arora, 2019).
Although coffee is not a crop that directly contributes to the food security of populations,
its indirect impacts on income generation and livelihood opportunities are threatened by climate
change impacts (Ovalle-Rivera et al., 2015). Temperature increases will reduce the suitable areas
for coffee cultivation, increase the prevalence of pests and diseases, and threaten to wipe out
entire varieties of coffee (Davis et al., 2019; Ovalle-Rivera et al., 2015; Pham et al., 2019). The
more difficult cultivation conditions for coffee and other agricultural crops will threaten the food
security and sovereignty of those whose livelihoods depend on agricultural work.
Even though coffee is not a crop that provides necessary nutrition for human health, in El
Salvador there is a tradition of co-production of food crops in tandem with coffee cultivation
(Méndez, 2008). The historic utilization of agroforestry is not only threatened by climate change
but also by the pressures of urbanization, declines in coffee prices and with these threats, there is
an increased incentive to produce other more profitable crops such as maize (Fernández Kolb et
al., 2019). These shifts away from coffee and food crop co-production could be yet another threat
to the food sovereignty of farmers and those who depend on their crops.
Research Questions
Rural communities in El Salvador have developed food systems that work towards food
sovereignty. However, as climate change effects continue to worsen and impact agricultural
production, new resiliency strategies must be adopted. Additionally, women have historically
made up a large portion of the agricultural labor force, mostly in the lower paid labor positions,
and there is no exception to this rule in El Salvador. In a landscape of mass migration and high
rates of men arrested and imprisoned, women have been left to take on even more outside of
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their homes and normal agricultural roles. With these important elements in mind, this study
intended to research the following questions.
1. How has a focus on coffee cultivation (as a cash crop) impacted food sovereignty for
those who work in this industry?
2. How have female coffee cultivators specifically been affected in this regard, and how
might their power be enhanced to ensure food sovereignty?
3. How has (and will) climate change influence coffee cultivation in this area and the food
sovereignty of those who depend on coffee production, especially women?
4. How has the political, historical, and geographical location of El Salvador impacted the
success or failure of coffee cultivation in the country?
Methods
Employed Methods
I developed a multi-method approach for my field study, to answer my research
questions: 1) perceptions about the impact of coffee cultivation on food security, 2) the agency
that women have in the coffee industry, 3) how the cultivation of coffee has changed over recent
years in reaction to climate change and market conditions, and 4) how the context of El Salvador
has impacted the successes and failures of coffee cultivation in the country.
My methodology to collect and interpret diverse data integrated; literature review, sitevisits, participant observation, and semi-structured interviews. The subjects for all the following
interviews were identified through la Alinza de Mujeres en Café de El Salvador (AMCES),
RENACER coffee school, the USDA-sponsored regional project “Maximizando Oportunidades
en Café y Cacao en las Américas” (MOCCA), connections to coffee farms, as well as a personal
network developed in country. I interviewed an even number of women and men with a spectrum
12

of ages (all adults), who are engaged in the coffee industry in a variety of roles, to widen the
perspectives recorded on food sovereignty, coffee cultivation, gender, climate change, as well as
the relevance of El Salvador as the locale.
Literature Review
Along with a literature review conducted of scholarly articles related to my topic, I
performed a literature review of relevant documents found in El Salvador. These documents
included government reports, and NGO documents. This information provided supplemental
quantitative information regarding coffee production, sales, as well as issues related to gender,
and climate impacts in the country. Information gathered from these sources was integrated into
the text and included in Appendix 3.
Site-visits
To supplement the information gathered through interviews and documents, I engaged in
site-visits. These explorations were in a variety of locations in which different tasks related to the
coffee industry in El Salvador occur. The site-visit locations included coffee farms, cooperative
and private processing plants, coffee shops, cupping sessions, roasting facilities, as well as
government offices. Additionally, I took photos of farms, processing methods, and other coffee
related processes to provide visual support to my findings and discussion. These photos can be
seen in Appendix 2.
Participant Observation
Participant observation helped me generate a greater understanding of the way that coffee
operations work and how social hierarchies impact each situation. Observations were conducted
at events run by strategic stakeholders, such as: AMCES, RENACER coffee school, and
13

MOCCA, as well as other industry related events. At these different meetings I had the
opportunity to observe many different stakeholders in the coffee industry including but not
limited to, coffee farmers, agronomists, NGO employees and volunteers, exporters, baristas,
roasters, cuppers, and government officials. These events primarily targeted adult participants
and did not involve minors in my observational research.
Semi-structured Interviews
Through work with my practicum organization and other connections made, I
administered individual, semi-structured interviews with 14 subjects. When necessary, the
interviews were conducted with the help of an interpreter who asked the interview questions in
Spanish to the subject and translated their response into English to me in real time. Additionally,
the interviews were audio recorded for transcription and analysis purposes. These interviews
lasted around one hour and were conducted in a variety of locations, based on convenience for
the interviewee subject. All the interviews conducted through the course of this project were
individual, comprised of both closed and open-ended questions. The initial list of guiding
questions for the three main subject groups is attached in Appendix 1. Additionally, these
questions were supplemented with follow-up questions that arose during the interview. Appendix
4 catalogs the interview date, as well as the interviewee’s gender and role in the coffee industry
without disclosing their identity.
Successes and Challenges
The main success in gathering research through the above-mentioned methods was that
the contacts I made in El Salvador were, for the most part, very willing to meet with me to share
their stories. Interviewees were also happy to share their contacts and to connect me to other
people in the coffee industry, which made the accumulation of interviewees and the development
14

of relationships in El Salvador’s coffee community easier than initially anticipated. The
willingness of many to participate in my research and to include me in a variety of events was far
beyond what was expected. One can infer that this was, in part, due to the historic lack of
research and engagement with the coffee community in El Salvador by scholars and research
organizations. This deficit in past collaboration may have made participants more willing to
share their stories as their experiences had not been explored before in an academic setting,
which could reduce interview exhaustion that may exist in other, more exploited, coffee
producing countries.
Another strength in my interviews was that I was able to collaborate with a local man as
my interpreter who is highly involved in the coffee industry in Juayúa. Because the town is
small, he knew many of the interview subjects personally which may have led the interviewees
to be more at ease during the interview, and then encouraged them to share more than they may
have without that personal connection.
In addition, the interviewees I encountered held a diverse range of roles in the coffee
industry which provided a broader perspective on the conditions of the coffee industry in El
Salvador than I originally thought I was going to be able to experience. These subjects often
invited me to visit their places of work, whether that be a farm, beneficios (the local term for
coffee mills and processing plants), cafes, etc. These opportunities allowed me to conduct a
robust number of site visits and engage in fruitful participation when activities like cupping
sessions were presented.
Additionally, I was also able to attend many different events while I conducted my
participant observation. These occasions included AMCES meetings, NGO coffee workshops,
cuppings, coffee webinars and in person lectures, as well as Cup of Excellence events (a
15

competition that is held in coffee producing countries, in which coffee producers submit samples
to be judged and scored by a panel of domestic and foreign judges) (Cup of Excellence, 2022).
The diverse settings I was able to experience allowed me to participate in the coffee sector in
many ways and to observe a variety of distinct actors in El Salvador’s coffee industry.
Although I was able to connect with many different people who were willing to meet
with me to tell their stories about their time in the coffee business, I found logistics to be the
main challenge in carrying out interviews. Attempts to find a time and place in which the subject,
my interpreter, and I could all meet was often difficult as many interviewees responded to my
requests for interviews at the last minute. I was also fairly limited in terms of transportation, so it
was necessary to find interview locations that were easily accessible for all involved parties.
The logistical difficulties and the short time frame of research in El Salvador also
prevented me from including life histories as a part of my research. Finding a time and place to
meet, coordinating with the subject and the interpreter was challenging for the initial interview,
and I was unable to conduct multiple follow-up interviews to create the two life stories that I had
hoped to include in my final report. Although this was a disappointment, I still believe that the
individual interviews with men and women in many different roles in the coffee industry
provides a compelling lens in which to view the issues raised about coffee, gender, and climate
change in El Salvador.
The last major issue was with my need for interpretation. My interpreter did an excellent
job in each interview, but through the translation, the distinct voice of each subject was muddled
as the language was changed from Spanish to English and as the interpreter unintentionally
interjected his own voice and speaking style into the translations. Although I experienced some
challenges, overall, I felt that my research process and experience was mostly positive. The
16

people and communities that I interacted with were welcoming and knowledgeable about my
topics of research.
Strategies to Overcome Methodological Challenges
One of the main methodological challenges that I encountered was the language barrier
created as I am a native English speaker, and the coffee professionals I encountered are native
Spanish speakers. Having to rely on my interpreter caused me to lose some of the nuances of
interviewee answers and meant that I was receiving subject responses through the filter of the
linguistic style of my interpreter. To attempt to overcome this issue, I dedicated time and energy
to studying and learning more Spanish. This focus paid off as I was able to glean more and more
from interviews in Spanish without the help of my interpreter, which allowed me to gain a
deeper understanding of the unique perspective of each interviewee. I also was able to interview
an unexpected number of people who were fluent in English. This permitted me to conduct more
than half of my interviews without the help of an interpreter, providing the opportunity for a
greater depth of understanding of these interviewees’ perspectives. Although the option to
conduct interviews in English was fortunate for my level of comprehension, it also raises the
issues of privilege and power dynamics. By conversing in English, the people I spoke to were
pushed to communicate in a language that they were less comfortable communicating in than
their native Spanish. The conflicts and power dynamics of language will be further explored in
the reflections on positionality and ethical concerns section on page 19.
Regarding scheduling difficulties, I found that persistence was the best tactic in
scheduling interviews. I often had to reach out to people several times to solicit a response.
Additionally, having my close connections directly communicate with the subjects that they
knew personally helped in getting responses as well as when setting times and dates for
17

interviews. Another successful strategy was widening the group of potential interviewees. This
allowed me to reach my desired number of interview subjects and gave me a more wholistic
perspective on the larger coffee industry in El Salvador. When I was conceptualizing and
planning my research study, I initially envisioned primarily interviewing small-scale, female
coffee farmers. However, through the course of the research project, I interviewed a diverse mix
of women and men in the coffee business engaged in various roles including coffee farmers,
roasters, exporters, coffee tourism proprietors, beneficio owners and workers, NGO employees,
coffee school instructors, among others. This expansive group of interview subjects ended up
being a better way to glean more about the impressions of, and the strategies employed in the
coffee industry in El Salvador.
Reflections on Positionality and Ethical Concerns
Conducting research and interviews in El Salvador, a foreign country with different
cultural norms, language, and customs posed a variety of challenges for me.
Positional and Ethical Concerns Encountered
I hold many identities but those that I believe created positional and ethical challenges to
my research are that I am a white, female, educated, US American whose first language is
English, with a small foundation of Spanish. These components of my identity set me apart from
the individuals that I interacted with in all aspects of my research.
Of all the parts of my identity listed, the most impactful from my perspective is that I am
a native English speaker with only a moderate grasp of Spanish. In my past experiences traveling
and living in different countries I have not had much difficulty operating solely in English.
Identifying and checking my privilege regarding language was very important as it affected my
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daily interactions as well as while conducting research in El Salvador. Although Spanish is the
dominant language spoken in El Salvador, I was able to conduct more than half of my interviews
in English with subjects who were fluent in both languages. This was advantageous for research
purposes, however, operating in English required the interviewees to respond to questions in a
language which was not their native tongue. This created a power imbalance in interviews with
subjects less comfortable, and me, the researcher, more comfortable operating in English. I regret
that this was the case during the research process. In the future, I will either ensure that my
language skills are good enough to conduct the research in the language of the country, or work
with a professional interpreter who will provide as close to exact translations as possible.
Additionally, my physical appearance separated me from many of the people living and
working in the community. This made some people more eager to talk to me as I have a different
perspective and made others initially suspicious of me. Additionally, although El Salvador has
become more progressive over the years, it remains a largely patriarchal society. My identity as a
cisgendered woman did not seem to impact any of my interactions with people, however, that
could also be attributed to my obvious otherness within the community. An unexpected identity
issue that I encountered while conducting research in El Salvador was the fact that I have several
visible tattoos. While having tattoos has never been an issue anywhere else that I have lived, in
El Salvador they can be associated with gangs, used as a physical indicator of who may or may
not be engaged in illicit activities. Several people that I encountered worried for me and
suggested that I try to cover my tattoos as much as possible given the current climate of mass
arrests, targeting gang members and anyone who may be associated with them. While I did not
have any problems during my time in El Salvador, it was an unforeseen identity marker that set
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me apart and raised the issues of criminality and government control that are currently highprofile topics in El Salvador.
Another potential ethical issue was discussing food sovereignty, as it is a politicized
concept, and raises issues such as neoliberalism, power dynamics, and hunger, that could be
triggering to interview subjects (Patel, 2009). To attempt to minimize any negative effects
discussion of this subject could have, I aimed to write and ask questions about this issue in a
more subtle way, allowing interviewees to answer in a way that made them most comfortable.
Initial interview questions can be seen in Appendix 1.
The last major foreseen issue was the possible perceived power imbalances of working
with rural farmers. My affiliation with AMCES, interview questions, and project summary on the
informed consent form take account of this imbalance with the intent to be transparent about the
project, my role, and to be professional during interviews. The consent forms that were
distributed to participants were written entirely in Spanish to reduce as much confusion as
possible. I attempted to diminish the impact of my differences and privilege by connecting with
subjects through trusted members of the community, and by working with an interpreter to
conduct interviews in Spanish with those who were not fluent in English.
Mitigation Strategies
To mitigate the negative possibilities stemming from my positionality and the ethical
concerns raised, I identified interview subjects and events in which to conduct participatory
observation through established members of the community. My affiliation with people who are
known and trusted in the community helped to better connect me and allowed me to gain more
trust and rapport with subjects. Additionally, I worked with an interpreter who lives locally and
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works in the coffee industry the community. The connections my interpreter also had with my
subjects helped to foster greater trust in the interview setting. Working with an interpreter also
allowed for deeper communication and expression of ideas from interview participants which
aided in diminishing any boundaries caused by my lack of fluency in Spanish. In the first few
interviews, I relied heavily on my interpreter to understand the responses each subject gave to the
posed questions, however, with greater dedication to studying Spanish and prolonged to
exposure to a community of people only speaking Spanish, I was able to understand more
Spanish with each interview, allowing me to glean greater nuance from each individual’s
perspective.
Additionally, I conducted most of my research in Juayúa, a small town in which the local
population usually interacts with foreigners on a very short term, tourism basis. I lived in Juayúa
off and on over the two and a half months that I spent in El Salvador and the longer period that I
spent there allowed me to develop deeper relationships with people in the community and to
develop trust. The other half of my interviews were carried out in San Salvador, where I was able
to benefit from my association with AMCES to conduct interviews with members and to attend
diverse coffee related events.
Human Subject Review Procedures Implemented
Another strategy to perform my research in an ethical way was to utilize Human Subjects
Review procedures as suggested by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). This included creating
and implementing the use of consent forms that were translated into Spanish, as well as taking
steps to ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of each subject. This was done by storing the
raw data in a secure location as well as by excluding names and other identifying information
from the final published work.
21

Findings and Discussion
At the outset of this study, I sought to expose the ways in which coffee cultivators in El
Salvador had identified and utilized strategies to secure food sovereignty and security for
themselves and their families. To branch off from this main goal, I also aimed to connect the
ways in which gender, climate change, and the environment of El Salvador interfaced with the
coffee industry. Food sovereignty did come into the conversations and interactions that I had
with people engaged in the coffee industry in El Salvador, however, I found that the issues of
gender, climate change, and the setting of El Salvador to be the main points of discussion around
the coffee industry’s impact on the country and with those who take part in it. This then led to
the following questions: Is the coffee industry sustainable in El Salvador? What is the best
strategy to engage in for those relying on the industry to care for themselves and their families?
How can these strategies ultimately help to achieve a higher level of food sovereignty and
security in El Salvador?
Food Sovereignty and Security
El Salvador is the most densely populated country in Central America, and as agriculture
makes up merely 5% of the country’s GDP, the citizens are heavily reliant on food imports from
neighboring nations (World Food Program, 2022). This is exacerbated by the fact that 27% of
families are living in multi-dimensional poverty along with multiple disadvantages (World Food
Program, 2022). The World Food Program (2022) defines this as a state created by the
combination of issues such as malnutrition, poor health, minimal education, and deficient
working conditions.
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High food costs and rates of poverty make the issues of food sovereignty and security
particularly relevant to El Salvador. Investigating the perceptions and impacts of coffee farming
on food security was the focus of this research project, as coffee farming in Central America is
typically done in an agroforestry system, with trees and other food crops grown interspersed with
coffee (Ovalle-Rivera et al., 2020). The ways in which coffee farming impacts food security and
sovereignty in El Salvador are nuanced. Although many coffee farms grow crops such as
avocados, citrus fruits, mangos, etc. intermixed with their coffee crops, there are unique issues in
El Salvador that affect the ways that these food products contribute to food sovereignty and
security.
For some farmers, the fruits, and vegetables that they grow on their farm contribute to the
diets of themselves, their families, and their workers. Several farmers who were interviewed also
said that the people who live and work on the farms keep small plots to grow vegetables for
home consumption. In these cases, the agroforestry of the coffee farms and the small vegetable
patches directly contribute to the food sovereignty and security of the people who own and work
on these farms.
Although this is the case for some, many more who participated in this study did not get
the chance to consume the food grown on their farms due to rampant theft and crime.
Interviewee 3 stated, “Yeah, I mean the whole society is broken. The result is that we are
stealing”. This broken society can be seen in the 5.9% unemployment rate, a homicide rate of 20
per 100,000 people, and a massive increase in arrests in 2022 (The World Bank, 2022). Although
27% of families are living in multi-dimensional poverty with additional disadvantages, there are
many who are better off but are still just scraping by (The World Bank, 2022; FAO, 2016). Some
members of this large portion of the population who lack access to food and income have been
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driven to steal food from coffee farms to survive. The farmers who had experienced theft had a
variety of reactions. Some were saddened by their inability to access the food that they grew on
their farms. Interviewee 2 said when asked about cultivating other crops on her coffee farm,
“…especially where I am… there is a lot of trouble with stealing. There isn’t any trouble with
coffee, but the other crops are susceptible to being stolen. I want to but it’s really hard”.
Others saw the theft from their farms as a way to contribute to those who have less than
them. Interviewee 6 who has an agroforestry style coffee farm stated, “Also, now there is more
theft, so we are kind of benefitting others but without really knowing who is benefitting because
they are just pillaging”. Interviewee 12 stated, “It’s good that we plant things because it is
important for the people around”. Although the food stolen from these farms does not directly
contribute to the food sovereignty and security of the farm owners and workers, it benefits those
who steal it to eat or sell, which provides for their food security.
The impact that coffee farms have on local food security can also be seen in the
distribution of food insecurity in the country by region. Due to low household income, economic
declines from the COVID 19 pandemic, and high food prices, around 49.4% of households in El
Salvador experience some level of food insecurity (FAO, 2016; Dasgupta & Robinson, 2022). It
is in the lowlands of El Salvador where sugarcane monocrops reign, that food insecurity is the
most rampant. In contrast, communities in coffee producing regions can rely on coffee forests to
provide much needed nutrition. This trend has been demonstrated throughout Latin America,
which highlights the further value of coffee agroforestry as an important reservoir for increasing
food security in coffee producing areas (Maradiaga, 2015). Studies have also illuminated the
negative impacts of monocrops, like sugarcane, on the health of the environment and the people
who live in the area (Hurtado-Bermúdez et al., 2020).
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With food insecurity increasing around the world due to climate change impacts, it is more
important than ever to ensure the survival of ecologically friendly agricultural practices
(Dasgupta & Robinson, 2022). Agroforestry is a system that has been proven to benefit not only
the coffee plants, but also the local ecosystem (Merle et. al, 2022). Many who farm coffee in El
Salvador have seen the benefits of the agroforestry shade tree system and are dedicated to
continuing to cultivate their land in this way. Interviewee 6 stated, “If there is no agriculture, we
have nothing to eat, right? So, we really have to take care of it”. Beyond the environmental
benefits of coffee forest systems, the food that coffee farms produce increases the food security
of local people, either those who work the land, or those who are driven to steal. Noting the
desperation for food in his area, Interviewee 3, “Maybe we should start to plant food right now. I
mean coffee is a food by the way. But diversify food”. These sentiments express the concern that
many farmers feel for the future of coffee cultivation and agriculture as climate change effects
worsen and other problems mount.
Another way in which coffee farming can contribute to food sovereignty and security is
through the income that it can provide. While this seems straightforward, in interviews
conducted with coffee farmers and those in other roles in the coffee chain, the reality of being
able to make an income in the coffee business in El Salvador is far more complex. The coffee
industry worldwide made $409.90 billion in 2021, however, for many engaged in the cultivation
of coffee, it is difficult to make enough money to survive (Statista, 2022; Utrilla-Catalan et al.,
2022). This institutionalized inequality was noted repeatedly in interviews with Salvadoreños
who work in coffee. Interviewee 9 stated, “You cannot make a life living from coffee because it
has been so bad for so many years. So, you have to find another complimentary way”. The
volatility of coffee prices, increases in agricultural difficulties due to climate change, and

25

heightened input costs have made it difficult for farmers to survive. Interviewee 13 said,
“Producers are losing money every year. How can you ask them to buy plants? Their loans are
based on their houses now. How can you do a business, a healthy business on that? You cannot
feed your child with your salary in coffee because there is no salary, there are losses”.
The inability of the coffee industry to suitably provide a salary that respects the work that
coffee farmers do has exacerbated the myriad of issues in coffee that prevent many from being
able to secure a livelihood that can support their food security and sovereignty. Interviewee 3
stated, “So how can you have a forest coffee, that never touches a chemical, that has never even
been planted in nature, and to have people starving around. And we can have this coffee in the
States and Europe and Japan and people are paying thousands for a pound of coffee”. Without
changes in the coffee industry both in El Salvador and the larger coffee community, coffee
farming cannot feasibly secure food sovereignty and security for many coffee cultivators.
The coffee agroforestry system has been shown to contribute to the food security of people
who live in coffee producing regions, however, in El Salvador, with many complex social factors
that exacerbate food insecurity, several questions remain: Who does coffee farming grant food
sovereignty and security to? Through what pathways is this achieved? Furthermore, with the
increased vulnerability of agriculture, some wonder if continuing with coffee farming is the best
way forward. Interviewee 3 said, “We plant and produce coffee because sometimes it’s the only
thing that we know how to do. The thing that we love to do without really opening the brain to
think like ah maybe it’s not coffee that I should be planting. The land is maybe better for other
things, or a mix of things”. To secure the most food security and sovereignty for as many people
as possible, the diversification of food crops within coffee farms is the best path forward for
farmers, communities, and ecosystems.
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Gender
Women make up 43% of labor in overall agricultural production and they comprise up to
70% of agricultural labor in coffee (Raney et al., 2011; ICO, 2018). In El Salvador there has
been increased participation of women in coffee, and occupation of all roles along the coffee
chain. Although this is the case, equality in the coffee industry in El Salvador is still far out of
reach. Women make up larger portions of the lowest paid agricultural labor positions and gain
only incremental advances in higher paid leadership roles. The analysis of the perceptions of
men and women in the coffee industry can help to shed some light on the nuances of female
participation in El Salvador’s coffee community. Throughout the research conducted for this
project, crime and migration were identified as the root causes for more participation of women
in coffee, while culture, lack of education, and opportunity were identified as contributors to
continued inequality in the industry. Although there are many systemic issues, there are a great
number of coffee professionals who are hopeful for the future of women in the coffee industry.
More coffee farms being passed on to women, an increased level of access to education, and
greater participation in women’s groups have all been identified as successful strategies that
empower women in coffee.
While the growth of participation of women in the coffee industry is positive, the vast
increase of women in coffee can be seen in labor intensive and lower paid agricultural roles as
harvesters, sorters, and processors. This participation stems from countrywide issues. El
Salvador is the most densely populated nation in Central America with 6 million citizens who
live in the country, however, the country also has one of the highest rates of migration in the
region with an additional 3 million Salvadoreños who live abroad (Conmigrantes, 2017). The
increase of women who occupy agricultural positions has occurred due to migration and crime,
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as these issues have impacted the makeup of households and communities in coffee producing
areas.
In addition to economic incentives, high rates of crime also motivate Salvadoreños to
move abroad, with 100,000 people considered to have “disappeared” from 2010-2017 (Harrell,
2020). This high number of disappearances has been attributed to the presence of gang activity in
the country, which has driven many to seek security outside of the country or more recently, to
be arrested on suspicion of participation in gang activity (Stelmach, 2022). In response to the
rampant crime and gang activity, El Salvador’s president, Nayib Bukele, enacted several policies
and instituted a state of emergency that allowed the country’s police and military to arrest
thousands of citizens without cause and to hold them for as long as deemed necessary without
access to legal counsel (Stelmach, 2022). While this has reduced crime, it also has caused
thousands of innocent people to be imprisoned and drastically reduced the number of individuals
available to work on coffee farms in the country (Stelmach, 2022). The impacts of Bukele’s
crime fighting strategies were noted by Interviewee 1 who said, “And now with the government
going harder at the gangs in these last few months… it has mostly affected our men. I don’t
know if I will be able to pick in the upcoming season because there’s not people and the guys
who were working on the farms, most of them are in prison now. And we don’t know when they
are going to come out, so women are more the protagonists now”.
With migration and crime causing a reduction of the number of men available for
agricultural labor, women must perform their household roles as well as farm labor to support
their families. When asked about female participation on farms, Interviewee 1 said, “Women are
doing really hard jobs, and today they are paid the same but not ten years ago. It was a really big
difference with the payment. It’s a huge difference, ten years has made a lot of difference. It’s
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not just women doing the men’s job, women do a better job than a man”. Interviewee 4 noted,
“Women were always involved but in the secondary tasks. The other thing is, there were not
women in administration jobs managing or paperwork. That is starting to change maybe in ‘85 to
the ‘90’s. And also, there was a special salary for women and a special salary for men. Since the
‘90’s there has been more empowerment for women and the differences in salaries have
disappeared”. Although wage differences in labor positions have disappeared, women have still
been largely relegated to these supportive and less lucrative roles. Examination of the historical
causes of gender inequality in coffee is a necessary next step to identify entrenched issues as well
as the ways in which women have subverted challenges to claim more agency in the coffee
industry.
Women have stepped in to fill the labor shortages on coffee farms, but they are often not
engaged in higher paid, leadership roles in the industry. The historical roots of this inequity were
largely attributed by the men and women interviewed in this research project, to El Salvadoran
culture as well as a lack of education and opportunities for women. When asked about gender
inequality in coffee, Interviewee 3 stated that his farm manager was sometimes hesitant to hire
women and said, “Profoundly I don’t think it’s mean. It’s honest that it’s a misunderstanding that
has been created for so many generations that it’s a slow change to come back to the way it
should be”. The perception of the differences between men and women as well as their
capabilities, is deeply rooted in Salvadoran culture and can been clearly seen in the division of
labor and jobs in the coffee industry. Interviewee 4 said, “It’s hard to answer that question
because here in the third world it is not easy culturally to just say yeah do this job that had been
made for 200 years for a man.”. A historical lack of education and opportunities for women has
exacerbated cultural problems and has delayed progress for women in the coffee industry.
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Gendered access to education is another issue, with lower literacy and school completion
rates for women in El Salvador (The World Bank, 2022). Less education for women limits
options and makes the ascension to higher paid positions in all industries, including coffee, more
difficult. Remarking on this phenomena’s impact on women in the coffee industry, Interviewee 5
stated, “It’s 2022, there should be more equity in this. But that’s the situation in El Salvador,
where women have very little to do with roasting and it’s very sad. When you go abroad there
are women who are monsters in roasters and other things. And that has to do with education and
access to technology and science. So that changes the perspective”. Interviewee 4 said, “It’s hard
to find the right words, to find the right strategy to encourage women. The lack of education. I
believe if we get to develop some sort of technology or school that has that technology, we can
do it”. It is necessary to empower women and grant easier access to education and opportunities
to achieve greater gender equality in the coffee industry in El Salvador.
Although the coffee industry is still unequal, many women have been able to increase
their agency and power in coffee through the inheritance of farms from their fathers or from their
husbands once they pass on. Interviewee 6 spoke about her advancement to managing her farm
once her husband died, saying, “I had to step in, and I started to see more women in. I think I’m
doing it as well as I can and I’m learning and doing stuff. But before, they wouldn’t even
consider it, he thought it was a manly thing to do, and I thought it was a manly thing to do and
that was that”. Although farms are still largely passed patrilineality, the number of female coffee
farm owners has increased in recent years, which gives women access to higher incomes and
advancement possibilities. This can be seen in the report below created by the Consejo
Salvadoreño del Café, El Salvador’s current government institution which oversees all things
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related to the coffee industry.

(Consejo Salvadoreño del Café, 2022)
The report shows that the gender makeup of registered coffee producers is 61% men,
35% women, and 4% organizations. Even women who have attained higher positions in the
coffee industry still face discrimination based on their gender. Interviewee 8 told a story of her
experience of inequality in the industry and said, “With my exporter, it’s like, you know, they
offer me $140 many years ago and another friend, they paid him $180 at the same time. And I
told him, but it’s the same quality that we have. So why? And maybe it’s because you need to
negotiate. That’s what he told me”. Far from equal in this regard, there is still a long way to go to
achieve gender equality in the coffee industry in El Salvador.
While gender disparities still exist in the coffee industry in El Salvador, many
participants noted the improvements that have been made over the years and identified strategies
that can continue to elevate the position of women in the industry. These strategies include the
increase in access to education for women, as well as the formation and utilization of networks
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of women engaged in the coffee industry. In response to a question about how to achieve more
equality for women in coffee, Interviewee 6 responded, “We have to give power to women.
Access to education and shifting away from these gendered professions such as secretaries and
teachers and becoming agronomists and engineers. These fields are very much male dominated”.
The lack of education for women and the cultural segmentation of professions between genders
has allowed men to control the coffee industry for generations, however, as access to education
grows, more women are able to break into these historically male roles. The engagement of
larger numbers of women in higher education is not the only step that should be taken.
Interviewee 14 expressed, “In a male dominated industry, we should be teaching men why it’s
important that they’re not only seeing men”. The education of both women and men on issues
regarding gender is a tool that can be used to combat gender discrepancies in the coffee industry.
Beyond education, communities of women in the coffee industry have come together to
collaborate and lift each other up. This has given many women a safe community and greater
access to opportunities in the coffee industry both globally and within El Salvador. The
International Women’s Coffee Alliance (IWCA) is one such organization in coffee. Along with
the head office located in the United States, there are chapters around the world in coffee
producing countries as well as in consuming countries that have created local and international
networks for women in coffee. In El Salvador, la Alianza de Mujeres en Café de
El Salvador (AMCES), is the local chapter, which provides a way for El Salvadoran women to
work together in coffee. Touching on the impact of the IWCA and AMCES, Interviewee 13 said,
“We now know each other. And that visibility is not just here but in the whole world”. This
visibility is powerful, not only does it allow women to see that they are not alone, but it has also
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given women in coffee a way to create ever expanding networks to learn, collaborate, and
advance in the industry.
Like many industries, the coffee community globally and in El Salvador has historically
been dominated by men, however, due to migration and crime, women in the country are
infiltrating the coffee industry. Although this is positive, a historical lack of access to education
and opportunity has prevented women from being able to achieve gender equity in all levels of
the industry. However, as more farms pass to women, greater numbers of women access
education, and networks of women in coffee grow, increased equality and agency in the coffee
industry can be attained. Interviewee 12 reflected on her time in the coffee industry stated,
“Little by little, I guess, we are gaining some spots”. The progress has been slow, but
Interviewee 6 said, “Coffee doesn’t see gender. Coffee wants to be well taken care of and well
treated, and that can be done by a woman or a man”. Moving forward, the coffee business needs
to embrace this concept for the betterment of the industry and gender equality.
Climate Change
Through both a scientific and a lived experience lens, it is undeniable that coffee farming has
been negatively impacted by climate change effects. In El Salvador, these influences have
created rapidly mounting challenges for coffee farmers both agriculturally and economically. In
a study conducted by Eitzinger et. al (2012), it was found that El Salvador was the most
vulnerable Central American nation to climate change impacts due to lack of government
support in the agricultural industry, difficulty of access to markets and land due to poor roads, as
well as weak land tenure. This susceptibility to climate change effects can be observed with the
presence of increased pests and diseases, unpredictable rain patterns, higher temperatures, and
harmful land use change (Blanco-Gómez et al., 2019). Interviewee 6 summarized this stating,
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“At the moment they’re not so noticeable but prognostics say they’re going to be even worse and
they’re going to affect crops. There will be less crops possibly because of the dryness, excessive
winds, changes that are not
permanent. Changes that we have not
seen before that may have been
caused by fossil fuels and pollution
and global warming”.
One of the largest and most
devastating climate change
consequences was seen in the, now
infamous, coffee leaf rust (locally
known as roya) outbreak of 2012.
When asked if climate change had
impacted coffee farming in El
Salvador, almost every interviewee
immediately spoke about the roya
epidemic that hit the country.
(Consejo Salvadoreño del Café, 2022)

Interviewee 6 said, “Devastating.

Totally, we had to begin from zero, start from scratch again, everything was lost. The damages
have not been repaired yet from that. New plants to diversify, whatever we found, we planted.
Like the things from the government, whatever they were giving away even if they were not
fully stable. Whatever we got, we planted”. Similar sentiments were shared by those engaged in
coffee in El Salvador throughout the chain, which emphasizes that the impact that the roya
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outbreak had could not be overstated. This can be quantitatively seen from the above report,
Historical Production of Coffee. This table was created by the Consejo Salvadoreño del Café and
shows that from the 2011/12 to the 2012/13 production seasons, the coffee production dropped
from 1,730,000 to 700,025 quintales café oro-uva, with each quintales café oro-uva equal to
around 500 pounds (Consejo Salvadoreño del Café, 2021). It is estimated that at least 60% of
coffee plants were impacted by coffee leaf rust in the country (Fernández et al., 2019). This
severe drop was devastating for the coffee industry in El Salvador, with the production still far
from what it was prior to the roya outbreak, now ten years later. As Interviewee 14 stated, “The
rust just… killed coffee. Yeah, that was really hard”. Not only did the roya outbreak impact the
coffee crop, but it also decimated the number of jobs in coffee, dropping from 85,000 jobs in
2012/13 to just 35,000 in 2013/14 (Fernández et al., 2019). The roya outbreak in El Salvador was
devastating both agriculturally and economically and demonstrates just how impactful climate
change effects can be to an entire industry, as the rampant spread of coffee leaf rust can be
directly attributed to climate change conditions, such as increased rain and higher temperatures
(de Resende et al., 2021, Ruiz-García et al., 2021). Coffee leaf rust is just one of many pervasive
coffee plagues, and with other pests and diseases to consider, such as the bore beetle (locally
known as brocca) growing in strength and prevalence, coffee farmers have a rapid increase in the
number of environmental challenges to contend with.
Another climate change impact, and direct contributor to the growth of coffee diseases like
roya, is the increasingly erratic rainfall pattern. When asked about climate change, Interviewee 5
said, “In one week, 600 mm when the whole year should be 2,500. It used to be predictable.
Winter started in May, and it ended in October, and you knew it. Now one day its very windy,
the other day its rainy, the next day it’s sunny and hot. So, the plants cannot adapt to give the
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best of themselves. This is happening to all, the big and the small producers”. Unpredictable and
drastic rainfall has many negative consequences, and even more so in coffee farming as it can
cause devastation of the coffee crop (Asegid, 2020). As already demonstrated, coffee leaf rust
impacts cannot be overstated in the coffee industry and the combination of increased rainfall and
higher temperatures create perfect conditions for the disease to flourish and spread at accelerated
rates (Iscaro, 2014).
Beyond diseases, the coffee plant is particularly vulnerable to increasingly unpredictable
rainfall patterns with plant flowering initiated by rain (Asegid, 2020). The sporadic rain patterns
in El Salvador cause the coffee season to shift in new ways, with plants flowering at different
times than in the past. Not only does this make planning for the coffee season difficult, but it also
increases costs as farmers must carry out smaller, and more frequent harvests with their plants
flowering at different times instead of all at once as has historically been the case. Interviewee 7
noted that his harvest costs have doubled in his time in coffee farming, moving from needing
only two harvests to needing four, with workers having to be even more detail oriented to ensure
that they pick only the ripe coffee cherries. Coffee farming in El Salvador is already an
expensive profession, as many farmers invest more in their farms than they get back in profits.
Increased losses and costs due to unpredictable rainfall is yet another enormous challenge that
Salvadoran coffee farmers face as climate change worsens.
Yet another obvious environmental shift that can be attributed to climate change is the
increase in temperatures across coffee growing regions in El Salvador. Found to be even more
impactful on agriculture than rainfall, higher temperatures in El Salvador have led to decreased
agricultural yield, loss of jobs in farming, and exacerbated migration out of the country (Ibánez
et. Al, 2021). Climate change has caused higher temperature averages across El Salvador and
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these increases have dire consequences for those engaged in the coffee industry (Bravo-Ureta et.
al, 2022). These rises in temperature are not only seen in recorded data, but also in the day-today life of Salvadoreños. Interviewee 5 stated, “I live here (in Ataco) and I go to Apaneca and
Los Naranjos. In Apaneca it has reached 34 degrees Celsius. Before you needed a jacket at this
time. In San Salvador, with more and more neighborhoods, it’s even worse. I don’t want to think
about what will happen in 15 years from now”.
The Arabica species (C. arabica) makes up almost all the coffee grown in El Salvador. This
places coffee farms at high risk of losing significant yields, as the plant produces best at 18 to
21°C, reduces production at 25°C, and experiences large losses and abnormalities at 30°C
(WeldeMichael & Teferi, 2020). Not only will increases in temperature impact the quantity of
coffee produced in El Salvador, but it will also affect the quality. Interviewee 3 said when asked
about climate change impacts, “And even now to have a farm in the highlands it’s a huge
advantage because whatever you do, you’re gonna have good flavor and the right varietals. Not
shaded farm whatever, you have good flavor at 1,500 meters above sea level. In the future that’s
not gonna be enough”. The loss of both the quantity and the quality of coffee produced in El
Salvador will have major economic impacts for all who are involved in the coffee industry which
will cause mounting challenges to become insurmountable for some.
Beyond the direct climate change impacts of increased diseases and pests, erratic rain
patterns, and higher temperatures, urbanization is both a cause and an effect of worsened climate
conditions in El Salvador. Urbanization and climate change have a cyclical relationship in El
Salvador. As coffee agriculture in the country gets more difficult and more expensive it has
caused many individuals whose families have worked in the industry, often for many
generations, to leave their familial livelihood in the hopes of finding better opportunities in a
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different field (Harvey et al., 2021). This incentivizes farmers to sell their land to be developed,
which eradicates coffee forests to lay cement and build structures. The loss of trees and ground
cover changes the local microclimates, increases erosion, and eliminates important ecosystem
services provided by coffee forests.
This impact can clearly be seen in the capital, San Salvador. The city was once covered with
coffee farms but has rapidly urbanized and led to increased prevalence of local hotspots and land
surface temperatures (LST). In a study conducted by Son et al. (2020), it was found that hotspots
had increased 32% in 1986, 37.7% in 2001, and 39.9% in 2016. Additionally, the LST in areas
that were already 36 °C, increased 31.6% in 1986, 39.7% in 2001, and 51.4% in 2016 (Son et al.,
2020). The increased hotspots and LSTs created from rapid urbanization exacerbate increased
temperatures caused by climate change to impact the land and communities in an even more
profound way.
Outside of San Salvador in more rural, coffee cultivating communities, the spread of
urbanization is also felt, with the losses of 90% of coffee farms in the western region of El
Salvador from 1990 to 2000 attributed to the spread of urbanization (Harvey et al., 2021).
Interviewee 1 observed, “The changes I have seen are that there are less people working in
coffee now, so the land has been abandoned. So, there are less trees to help soil, protect from
diseases, and even when it’s rain there is no barrier to keep the water from going too fast.
Contamination also, the sun is stronger, changes in rain. On my farm, I am going back to a shade
system. Before it was less shade and a lot of fertilizer. Now it is the opposite, a lot of shade and
only a little fertilizer because it is so expensive. Recovering the soil and shade are the changes I
can do right now”. Those who are driven to sell or abandon their farms to survive,
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unintentionally impact the coffee farmers who continue to fight to work their land and make a
living from their coffee crops.
This is also leading to the loss of valuable coffee forests in El Salvador. As a heavily
deforested country, with only 2% of natural forests remaining, coffee farms have taken on the
important role of providing forest ecosystem system services such as the generation of oxygen,
regulation of temperature, and sequestration of carbon dioxide (Méndez, 2008). Another
essential service provided is the storage of water. When discussing climate issues and coffee
cultivation in El Salvador, Interviewee 14 said, “It impacts our water supply. The fact that we
have water or not depends on coffee”. Without these services provided by coffee forests, climate
change effects will be amplified around the country.
Climate change causes impacts to communities around the world and in El Salvador, those
who work in the coffee industry are hit by growing climate induced issues, which makes it more
difficult to remain in coffee production. Aptly stated by Interviewee 14, “Climate change is
going to be a life-or-death issue here. The water supply will be critically impacted in the next
few years, I am certain. And coffee is a big part of that. I don’t know, I hope I’m wrong, but
we’ll see in the next few years”. The ability to fight the growth of the prevalence of pests and
diseases, erratic rainfall, temperature increases, and heightened urbanization will make or break
the coffee industry in El Salvador in the future, making the preservation of coffee agroforests
even more important.
Unique Challenges and Opportunities in El Salvador
Food insecurity, gender inequality, and climate change are all problems in El Salvador as
well as in the larger global community and coffee industry. Beyond these universal issues, El
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Salvador possesses its own unique set of challenges and opportunities that shape the country’s
coffee industry and could determine the success or failure of coffee in El Salvador in the years to
come. With the obstacles and assets of El Salvador in mind, Interviewee 1 stated, “I see more
challenges than strengths right now. The problems that we have are that we don’t use these
strengths to have a more powerful punch in the coffee industry”. The examination of these issues
and advantages in the coffee industry in El Salvador will allow for a better grasp of the
experiences and perceptions of those who work in and depend on the coffee industry. Beyond the
issues of migration and crime that were already discussed, El Salvador also faces lack of
education and access to information about the coffee industry, governmental inconsistencies,
difficulty in access to wider global coffee networks, and an aging producer demographic.
The discrepancy in the levels of education typically attained by women versus men in El
Salvador is not the only issue with education. When asked about the weaknesses of the coffee
industry in El Salvador, many interviewees mentioned lack of education and information related
to the field. Without sufficient education and the ability to easily obtain knowledge about coffee
farming and business, many in the industry are left to flounder. This problem begins in primary
school. In a country where coffee has been a huge touchstone of economic and agricultural
activity, children are often not taught anything about coffee. Interviewee 13 said, “It is sad
coming from a coffee country that young people do not know about coffee. I would say that it is
necessary that we teach people from very young what is the coffee industry, all the benefits that
we get from coffee. It is a treasure to be a coffee country”. Without formal curricula on coffee,
those who work in the industry have learned to rely on their peers, a few coffee related programs,
as well as trial and error.
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This issue could be resolved with proper support from the government, businesses, and
NGOs, however, the few organizations that work in El Salvador can only reach a select number
of people. Regarding this deficit of institutional backing, Interviewee 3 said, “The problem from
here is that we don’t have technical support and the technical support that we have is generally, I
cannot speak for everybody, but generally is weak”. He expanded upon this stating, “And that is
like the money, if you don’t have knowledge, you put the money places that you shouldn’t put it
and that happens to almost everybody in this country”. This issue is more expensive as farm
input prices continue to increase rapidly. When farmers invest double the amount of money they
paid last year in fertilizer and are unable to apply it to achieve the best results due to lack of
knowledge, the financial issues related to the ownership and operation of a coffee farm begin to
snowball.
The lack of institutional and government support does not stop at education, it has also
caused a myriad of other problems in the coffee industry in El Salvador, with Interviewee 14
saying, “The base of the pyramid has been ignored for so long it has created a lot of social
issues”. A problem created by institutional issues has been contradictory government support
given to coffee farmers. Interviewee 5 stated, “…of the 24,000 producers registered at the
council, maybe 50% are using rust resistant varieties. At least. The government is doing wrong
because on one hand they are giving you plants that are rust resistant and on the other hand at the
Cup of Excellence they want pacamara. And they want nonresistant varieties. One example, this
year there were only 110 samples out of 24,000 producers”. The distribution of rust resistant
varietals to those that need help while simultaneously showing favor to heirloom coffees in
settings like the Cup of Excellence widens the chasm of inequality that exists between those who
continue to succeed financially in the coffee industry and those who are not. Lastly, government
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inconsistency has also created bureaucratic issues which create unnecessary barriers for coffee
professionals in El Salvador. One of the main institutional issues that interviewees mentioned as
a major problem in El Salvador’s coffee industry is the difficult and costly process to obtain an
export license. Interviewee 7 stated, “The country should be more goal minded to make it easier
for the producers, so the producers we are able to export more, so in return the country is going
to have more income, right? It’s gonna be beneficial not only for us, but for everybody”. These
institutional issues are hard for many individuals who work in El Salvador’s coffee communities,
which unnecessarily make an already challenging industry even more difficult.
Once producers overcome many obstacles and dedicate valuable time and resources into the
production quality coffee, most then find it a challenge to sell their coffee in a way that is
sustainable for their business. Interviewee 2 said, “The biggest challenge is to find the buyer, the
right buyer for your farm”. Interviewee 3 stated, “They need to pass through some specific hands
and to find these specific hands is the key”. The difficulty of identifying the best buyer for each
farm, in part, stems from both internal and external perceptions about the coffee industry in El
Salvador. Interviewee 14 noted, “Here in El Salvador networking in coffee is very difficult
because there is a lot of distrust in one another. You’re going to take my clients away, my
buyers. My buyer already buys so little from me, I wish they would buy more. And now I’m
gonna show them another farmer, that is gonna sell them coffee, and then they’re gonna buy
even less from me”. The desperation of many farmers who continue to try to do whatever they
can to survive in a difficult industry, has made some reluctant to work together to collectively
improve the standing of coffee in El Salvador. Externally, buyers have been known to buy from
other Central American countries before El Salvador due to the smaller quantities the country
produces as well as due to El Salvador’s international reputation. Interviewee 7 said of his
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experience with foreign buyers, “They were kind of you know reluctant to buy El Salvadorian
coffee. Unfortunately, we haven’t had the best branding as a country, in the area you know. The
first thing that comes to people’s mind when they mention El Salvador is gangs”. Overcoming
issues to find buyers who pay farmers what they deserve for their work and their products, will
require a shift to more community-oriented participation among coffee professionals as well as
improved governmental support to the coffee industry.
With all these issues and more experienced by many generations of coffee farmers in El
Salvador, there is now a reluctance from younger Salvadoreños to carry on in the coffee industry
as coffee cultivators. Interviewee 1, a fourth-generation farmer stated, “It’s a big issue here. The
next generation does not want to take the relay”. When asked about his own farm he said, “My
son is the only one who is interested. Now it is really rare. So, if that wouldn’t be the case then I
would sell the farm”. This lack of interest in coffee farming from the next generation could lead
to more farms being sold and transformed into housing or businesses, which calls into question
the future of the coffee industry in El Salvador. Now, young Salvadoreños are interested in
coffee further down the chain, with the desire to participate in the industry as baristas or
consumers. Interviewee 12 stated, “I saw that the coffee world is young people out there. It is
only the producers that we are getting old”. If this trend does not change, coffee farming in El
Salvador will become a thing of the past and will eliminate a generational livelihood as well as
the valuable ecosystem services that coffee farms provide. To improve the issues that are unique
to El Salvador it will take the participation of many stakeholders to overcome lack of education
and information related to the coffee industry, institutional problems, difficulties in the ability to
export and sell coffee, as well as resistance to enter the coffee farming business from young
Salvadoreños.
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Although there are many obstacles that exist in El Salvador’s coffee industry, there are also
distinctive strengths that set the country apart. These include a long familial history of
participation and cultivation of coffee, optimal geographical and environmental conditions, and a
widely accepted level of the quality of coffee produced in El Salvador.
At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked about their history in the
coffee industry and those who were coffee farmers, often, told a story of many generations of
coffee cultivation in their families. Four, five, even six generations later, these farmers continue a
familial tradition in the production of El Salvadoran coffee. It is this history that has kept many
in the industry even as the challenges of making a living in coffee grow. Interviewee 3, a fifthgeneration farmer expressed, “This link is super powerful. You really want to work the land of
your ancestors”. Interviewee 6 stated, “Yes, it’s from this love and tradition. It’s not from the
money. We have this legacy and I want to pass it to my daughters and my grandson. Somehow
finding a way and scrambling. Somehow finding a way because the easy way out is to sell. But
no, I don’t want that”. Beyond the ancestral ties to the land, the long history of coffee in El
Salvador has allowed many coffee farmers to survive and adapt due to generational knowledge
and lived experience. Talking about the strengths of coffee farming in her area, Interviewee 6
also said, “Tradition, knowing what to do based on the calendar and the time of year and climate
change. This is knowledge that people have… It’s the know-how of adjusting the work to the
timing. So, saying like this has to be done now, like an extra worker. Because a month from now,
it’s no good, so it has to be now. They kind of know, so this is a strength that they know.
Empirical knowledge of how to conduct farming, this is a strength”. Many generations after
coffee farming in El Salvador began, the industry has survived a multitude of challenges such as
low coffee prices, the devastation of coffee leaf rust outbreaks and more, making Salvadoran
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coffee farmers a resilient and passionate group who are dedicated to carrying on their familial
legacies in coffee.
As Arabica coffee (C. arabica) is a plant with many specific requirements, the conditions
and location in which it is grown, have an enormous impact on both the output and the quality of
the coffee beans that result from cultivation (WeldeMichael & Teferi, 2020). Although climate
change is making coffee farming in El Salvador more difficult, the country is still currently well
positioned geographically and ecologically for the production high quality coffee. Many
interviewees, when asked about El Salvador’s strengths in coffee, responded that the weather,
country location, and soils were some of the biggest benefits for producing coffee in the country.
Interviewee 4 noted, “The main strengths that we have are our volcanic soils, full of minerals.
They’re really nice, not just for our heirloom varieties. We have seen varieties from Kenya,
Brazil, Vietnam, all of Africa that have been planted here and were even better”. Interviewee 3
said, “I mean the strength is the climate for some areas. We have some conditions for example
even if it’s warmer and drier in some areas, if you go up like 1,000-2,000 meters in El Salvador,
it’s beautiful to produce coffee. A lot of rain during some periods, we have dry conditions during
some periods, and the tree is used to this. That means like when we have production we can do
honey, natural, washed… we can do whatever we want as a process. We don’t have any
limitation”. With all these natural benefits available, it is no wonder that coffee cultivation has
been such a huge part of El Salvador’s culture and economy for so many years.
When asked about the strengths of the coffee industry in El Salvador, almost every
interviewee said without hesitation, quality. This appreciation for the country’s coffee permeates
every facet of the industry in El Salvador, and this can be seen in the country’s coffee slogan
“Simplemente, Especial” (“Simply, Special”). Coffee professionals in El Salvador know that they
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must leverage the high quality of the coffee produced in the country as it is one of the best things
for the coffee business. Responding to a question about strengths, Interviewee 1 stated, “El
Salvador quality is the best strength that we can use”. While the country is small and cannot
compete in terms of quantity, the heirloom varietals, volcanic soils, and geographical location
have allowed El Salvador to produce high quality coffee for many years. Interviewee 2 noted,
“The quality of the coffee is the strength. We don’t have the quantity, but we have the quality”.
The utilization of all these strengths gives coffee professionals in El Salvador valuable tools in
their mission to overcome mounting obstacles to continue the production of coffee while they
carry on a beloved generational tradition.
Coffee as a Livelihood in El Salvador
With all of this in mind, what possibilities and strategies exist for El Salvador’s coffee
industry in the future? Based on the interviews conducted for this study as well as firsthand
observations, there seem to be two main schools of thought regarding the best way to make
money in El Salvador’s coffee industry. The historical way to earn a living in coffee in El
Salvador has been to focus on the production and sale of large quantities of coffee, however,
with the rise of specialty coffee, there are many who are now shifting from a quantity to a quality
focus. From these two dominant strategies there are many other coffee livelihood strategies, but
ultimately, each farmer must look at their own situation to identify the best way forward for their
particular case.
When it comes to quantity, the coffee industry in El Salvador, produced and sold large
amounts for many years. However, this business strategy has become more difficult for many
farmers due to the lasting impact of the 2012 coffee leaf rust outbreak, more difficult farming
conditions, and increased input costs. Those who can continue with this strategy often cultivate
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rust resistant varietals which are hardier than heirloom varietals, and sell it straight to
cooperatives, exporters, or beneficios. The problem with rust resistant varietals, that have been
promoted by the El Salvadoran government, is that they sell for a much lower price than
heirloom varietals (ICO, 2015). This has meant that producers who operate with a quantity
focused model need to produce more and more to make a profit. Interviewee 3 commented,
“When you think about the industry of coffee, we are pushed to produce more because it is the
only way to survive because we need to produce a lot to be able to sell at a really low price. We
have to produce a lot of coffee so that at the end of the day we can have some coins to survive.
It’s just so wrong, the system”.
Others who deal in quantities also typically come from generational success in the
industry or have outside incomes that enable them to heavily invest in their farms, which allows
their production amounts to remain high. This once again, illuminates the divide that exists in the
coffee industry in El Salvador between the different classes, and empowers the successful
producers to continue to thrive, while less wealthy farmers fight to make a living in increasingly
difficult conditions. This is highlighted with Interviewee 5 stating, “It’s very hard. If you have a
farm that is like one manzana, if you do it really well you might get 40 bags of 100 kilos. And an
exporter, they don’t want that little amount. They want containers, the whole thing. So, it’s hard
to get in”. Interviewee 13 noted, “Women in coffee do a lot of specialty coffee. It is great, the
coffee is great, the relationships are great, the prices are good, everything. But if you have just
that small volume it won’t be enough.” While the quantity strategy works for some, it is not a
strategy that will work for every farmer, especially as the land that is suitable for coffee
decreases as climate change impacts worsen.
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On the other end of the spectrum, there are many coffee farmers who have shifted their
focus away from the production of large quantities of coffee and instead produce smaller lots of
higher quality, specialty coffee. El Salvador is well positioned to cater to the specialty coffee
market, with the elevation and soil quality necessary to grow desired heirloom varietals.
Interviewee 5 stated, “The gap is reducing. Before there was a higher production and quality was
lower. Now with the rust and criminality and the remittances from abroad have lowered the
production even further. But the quality is going up”. He then went further and said, “I have
buyers who come here and look at the farms and come to the café looking for pacamara and
geisha. That is the future, if you don’t get on top of that wave and ride that, you are going
nowhere. The market is going to get you out, they don’t want the rust resistant varieties. They
don’t want to pay for that”. In the view of many, specialty coffee is the way of the future, and the
answer to the difficulties some producers have had in their ability to make a living in coffee
farming in El Salvador.
While the specialty coffee market seems like an attractive option for many El Salvadoran
coffee cultivators, it also reveals inequalities in the industry. Those who can pay to tend to
heirloom varietals, which need more care and inputs than rust resistant plants, are the ones that
are more likely to be successful in the coffee industry. When discussing whether specialty coffee
is the future, Interviewee 3 stated, “I don’t think specialty coffee as we know it right now but if
we define what is specialty coffee and all the complexities that specialty coffee must have, and
we manage to valorize that? Maybe”. The expansion of the label of specialty coffee beyond the
varietal or the score the coffee receives to also consider the way the coffee is produced and how
the people who cultivated it have been treated, could be a tool to work towards greater equality
in the industry.
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Both quantity and quality have been strategies that have worked for many farmers in El
Salvador, however, the key is to identify which of these strategies is better to pursue in each
individual case. Furthermore, there are some El Salvadoran coffee farmers who have expanded
beyond strict cultivation of coffee to boost their income and to set them apart. These strategies
include coffee tourism, generation of a variety of coffee products, the diversification of crops
that can be sold as marketable goods, and more. Most importantly, Interviewee 14 stated,
“Farmers should look at their numbers to see what business model works best for them… Find
the more economically sustainable model for your particular case”. If El Salvadoran farmers can
occupy the different segments of the market that work the best for them, there is a better chance
that they, and the coffee industry will survive. However, access to knowledge and support that
can accomplish this will take governmental and institutional support, as well as increased
community participation.
Conclusions and Recommendations
Over the course of two months of investigation, this study aimed to dissect the coffee
industry in El Salvador, seeking to identify the ways in which the cultivation of coffee impacts
the food sovereignty and security of those who farm it. While food sovereignty was initially the
focus of this research, it quickly became apparent that the themes of gender, climate change, and
the unique setting of El Salvador all are key points of discussion when examining the success or
failure of the coffee industry in allowing farmers to eliminate food insecurity and hunger.
The ways in which coffee cultivation relates to the ability to achieve food sovereignty in
El Salvador is far more nuanced than simply concluding resolutely that it does, or it does not.
Some coffee farmers who grow other food crops on their farms can benefit nutritionally,
however, many more never get the chance to consume the fruits and vegetables that they grow as
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they are stolen due to high crime rates or by those who are desperate for food or a source of
income. As far as the more indirect connection of food sovereignty and income go, this is also
nuanced. Many small and medium-scale farmers also face increasingly difficult conditions in the
coffee industry, which makes it difficult for them to make a profit, and subsequently creates
more financial strain. The struggle to make it in coffee is summarized with this quote from
Interviewee 3, “Where is the money? And then when you see the owners of the farms often you
will find that there is a lot of them that they are not making money. They are living a good life if
you want but for the massive work, massive administration, the massive thing it’s the only way
to produce because the salary is so low, so we just keep moving. But a lot of medium and small
sized farmers, they don’t make money and it’s a reality".
Inequality in El Salvador has not only impacted the food security of citizens, but also has
perpetuated a patriarchal society in which women and men still do not have the same access to
education and opportunities. Disparities in gender equity are still apparent in the coffee industry
in El Salvador. Although more women become increasingly engaged in the agricultural work
associated with coffee farming, due to the circumstances of crime, government policies, and
migration, the achievement of higher roles in the coffee industry is still far from equal. When it
comes to positions of power, such as farm management and ownership, exportation, and business
proprietorship, the gender makeup in El Salvador’s coffee industry still heavily favors men.
Although this is the case, women are slowly gaining ground, and establishing themselves as
leaders. This has happened as more women inherit and take over familial farms, pursue higher
education, and form associations in which women in coffee can create their own community
support. To achieve gender equality in coffee, El Salvador has a long way to go to dismantle the
legacy of male dominance in the industry. As difficult coffee industry conditions increase, it will
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take the collaboration and energy of all individuals who are passionate about coffee, both male
and female, to ensure a sustainable future for Salvadoran coffee and for those who work in all
facets of the industry.
Perhaps the greatest threat to the coffee industry around the world today is climate
change. This is not an issue that is unique to El Salvador, however, due to a multitude of issues,
the coffee industry in the country faces devastation due to climate effects and persistent problems
that plague coffee producers, which makes the survival of coffee in El Salvador an enormous
challenge both agriculturally and financially. Increased prevalence of pests and diseases,
unpredictable rain, higher temperatures, and urbanization have all created conditions which are
inhospitable to coffee cultivation in El Salvador. Each of these impacts have influenced the
coffee industry, none more so than the coffee leaf rust outbreak of 2012. This plague drastically
reduced the production of coffee in El Salvador, a condition that continues still ten years later,
and illuminates just how devastating climate impacts could be on a once robust industry. Climate
change impacts will undoubtably be the biggest challenge for coffee farmers to deal with in the
coming years. Adaptation and resiliency strategies will be essential to the survival of coffee
farms as seasons become more unpredictable, temperatures rise, and pests and diseases converge
on vulnerable coffee plants. The perpetuation and protection of coffee farming in El Salvador is a
key mitigation strategy for the country, as coffee farms provide essential ecosystem services in a
deforested land, and as rampant urbanization exacerbates dangerous climate effects (Méndez,
2008).
Although climate change is not a uniquely El Salvadoran challenge, the country has many
other issues to consider that create amplified challenges to the coffee industry in conjunction
with climate change. These issues include migration, crime, difficulty of access to education and
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information about the coffee industry, lack of proper institutional support, barriers in connecting
to the global coffee market, and a lessened interest in the continuation of coffee farming as a
livelihood by the next generation of Salvadoreños. While these issues are numerous, the El
Salvadoran coffee industry also has distinctive strengths which include a long tradition of coffee
farming, advantageous environmental conditions, and geographic position, as well as high
quality coffee.
It will take all these strengths and more to bring El Salvador’s coffee industry to a
position where the industry is sustainable agriculturally and financially for Salvadoreños who
participate in coffee. Development of strategies and policies to ensure the longevity of El
Salvadoran coffee will be essential as conditions continue to worsen. Climate change is the
greatest challenge, and the maintenance and promotion of the coffee agroforestry model is one
key approach. Coffee farms provide ecosystem resources that will become more important as
climate change impacts amplify (Méndez, 2008). Farmers should be compensated for the
maintenance of a system that benefits all Salvadoreños. This could be achieved through the
implementation of a government sponsored financial incentive system that pays farmers for
preserving coffee forests. There is precedent for this type of scheme, with the Socio Bosque
policy in Ecuador in which citizens are paid for the protection and care of natural forests
(McBurney, 2021). This lays the groundwork for implementation of a similar system in El
Salvador. To incentivize this type of action, further studies should also be conducted in El
Salvador to measure and record the extent of the services that coffee farms provide in the
protection and preservation of the environment.
Outside of the environmental scope of coffee, the longevity of the industry is also
threatened by lack of education about the business and agriculture of farming as well as a lack of
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interest in from the younger generation to enter the industry as coffee farmers. Both issues could
be tackled if the curricula in El Salvador was updated to include courses related to coffee.
Interviewee 5 extolled the possibilities of education saying, “If you don’t know something, if you
don’t see it, if you don’t go through it, and you only see the plant as a plant. You don’t see what
you can get out of it, you don’t see the potential and the possibilities if you don’t really go deep
into it”. The education of students about an industry that has been paramount in El Salvador for
generations, could provide the necessary information to inspire the next wave of informed coffee
farmers.
Both the strategy of the incentivization of farmers to maintain coffee forests through
policy and financial compensation, as well as the integration of education about the coffee
industry into formal education will take the support of the El Salvadoran government and other
key stakeholders. This will require institutional changes that can survive the political turmoil and
regime changes that have historically destabilized support to the coffee industry. Moving
forward, the coffee industry would greatly benefit if El Salvador were able to establish an
organization that operates outside of the political scope, one that remains consistent and available
to provide financial, educational, and policy backing to the country’s coffee industry. Once
again, with this strategy there is a precedent. Guatemala, El Salvador’s northern neighbor has a
coffee organization, Anacafé, that works independently of political whims and has given the
country’s coffee industry more stability (Anacafé, 2018). El Salvador could feasibly harness this
strategy and could subsequently carry out other key schemes to create environmental and
financial security for the coffee industry in the country.
El Salvador is a country that is rich with coffee history as well as with many individuals
who are passionate about the country’s coffee. Salvadoran coffee has had many challenges over
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the years, and these problems continue to multiply rapidly. These issues make the achievement
food sovereignty and security through coffee farming nuanced and fraught with difficulties.
Similarly, the issues of gender inequity, climate change, crime, migration, insufficient education,
inadequate institutional support, difficulties around connection to the global market, and an aging
farmer demographic plague El Salvador’s coffee industry. These problems build off and
exacerbate each other, which makes the coffee industry more difficult than ever before. It will
take a strategic utilization of the country’s strengths; generational engagement in the industry,
optimal geographic location and environmental conditions, and a high quality of coffee
produced, as well as the development of new tools to overcome the threats to the sustainability of
coffee cultivation in El Salvador. Although the country is small, the passion for coffee is
overwhelming, which provides hope that the coffee industry in El Salvador can indeed find a
way to move forward in an era of seemingly insurmountable obstacles.
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Appendices:
Appendix 1
Sample Interview Questions for Women Coffee Cultivators
1. Tell me about your experience in the coffee industry.
2. Has farming coffee impacted your role in other types of farming (subsistence)?
3. Have you seen any changes to the landscape or climate in the last generation? If so, what
are these changes and how have you updated your farming practices in response?
4. What are your future goals in the coffee industry?
5. From your perspective, are the experiences of men and women in the coffee industry the
same? How are their experiences different? If there is no difference, what changes can be
made so that there is equity?
6. How has coffee cultivation impacted your way of life?
7. What advice would you give other female coffee cultivators?

Sample Interview Questions for Renacer Coffee School Attendees and Teachers, and MOCCA
Participants
1. Tell me about your experience in the coffee industry.
2. From your perspective, how has the coffee industry changed in recent years?
3. What do you think women’s future role will be in the coffee industry? What do you think
their role should be?
4. If you have had interactions with NGO’s or government officials, what have they been
like?
5. What are your future goals in the coffee industry?
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Sample Interview Questions for AMCES Board Members and Participants
1. Tell me about your experience in the coffee industry.
2. From your perspective, how has the coffee industry changed in recent years?
3. From your perspective, are the experiences of men and women in the coffee industry the
same? How are their experiences different? If there is no difference, what changes can be
made so that there is equity?
4. What do you think women’s future role will be in the coffee industry? What do you think
their role should be?
5. If you have had interactions with NGO’s or government officials, what have they been
like?
6. What advice would you give female coffee cultivators?
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Appendix 2

(Photographer: Danielle Akins, 2022)
The photo on the left shows a large coffee plant nursery at Beneficio Vivagua. The picture on the
right shows the final step of sorting the coffee beans to remove any defective beans. This step is
done by hand. Prior to this, the beans have already undergone size selection, weight seperation,
density sorting, and color analysis. All of these steps are done by machines but the final step,
shown in the photo is done by hand.

(Photographer: Danielle Akins, 2022)
The photo above shows a coffee storage warehouse at Beneficio Vivagua. This facility is
temperature and humidity controlled to keep the processed coffee as fresh as possible before it is
exported to clients. Beneficio Vivagua has two storage facilities, one for their natural coffees and
one for their washed coffees. This keeps the natural coffees, with a stronger aroma, from
influencing the flavor of the washed coffees.
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(Photographer: Danielle Akins, 2022)
Pictured above is the coffee mill used at Beneficio Vivagua. This machine was built in the
1990’s and had three levels of quality separation, but as traceability became more of a focus for
the company, the mill was expanded to six separate processing chutes. This allows each parita
(labeled batch of coffee) to be processed and organized separately so that the origin can be
identified at the end of the process.

(Photographer: Danielle Akins, 2022)
The photo above on the left shows a mature coffee plant of the Bourbon variety, the most
commonly grown variety in El Salvador. The photo on the right shows a coffee farmer surveying
one of his farms, checking the health of the plants and the land.
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Appendix 3

(Consejo Salvadoreño del Café, 2022)
This chart was produced by the Consejo Salvadoreño del Café to record the amount of coffee
that was produced in El Salvador each year, as well as the number of people who were employed
in the industry year over year. This table is consistent with the others already shown, in that it
depicts the downward trend of both production and jobs after the major coffee leaf rust outbreak
in 2012. El Salvador still has not recovered either in production or in the number of jobs that the
coffee industry provides.
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(Consejo Salvadoreño del Café, 2022)
This is another chart that was generated by the Consejo Salvadoreño del Café. This table shows
the amount of coffee that was exported from El Salvador each year, how much revenue it
generated, and what the average price was for coffee in that year. This chart displays the
significant losses in quintales exported and the money made from sales. It also shows the high
variability of coffee prices each year.
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Appendix 4
Interviewee Number
1
2

Date Interviewed
June 9, 2022
June 14, 2022

Gender
Male
Female

3

June 16, 2022

Male

4

June 17, 2022

Male

5

June 18, 2022

Male

6

June 19, 2022

Female

7
8
9
10

June 22, 2022
June 25, 2022
June 25, 2022
June 26, 2022

Male
Female
Male
Female

11

June 28, 2022

Female

12

June 29, 2022

Female

13

June 30, 2022

Female

14

July 1, 2022

Female
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Role in Coffee
Farm Owner
Farm Owner, AMCES
Member
Farm Owner
Buyer and Quality
Control
Farm Owner, Engineer
and Technician of
Coffee Machines
Coffee Instructor,
Exporter, Café Owner
Farm Owner, AMCES
Member
Farm Owner, Exporter
Farm Owner
Farm Owner
Farm Owner, AMCES
Member
Farm Owner, Head of
Sales at Coffee
Company, AMCES
Member
Farm Owner, AMCES
Member
Exporter, AMCES
Member
Coffee NGO
Employee

